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“Coal keeps the lights on.” You can find this phrase plastered on billboards, license plates, and
bumper stickers throughout Kentucky and West Virginia. These states comprise “coal country,” a
place where the words of this clever phrase run deep.[i] Coal literally keeps the lights on in these two
states, as more than 90% of electricity in both states comes from coal.[ii] Additionally, this resource
helps to produce almost 40,000 jobs in the two states combined, providing many individuals and
families with an income to actually “keep the lights on.” [iii] The coal industry has been under attack
in recent years, with the EPA proposing a rule in June of 2014 that was considered “one of the
strongest actions ever taken by the U.S. government to fight climate change.”[iv] However, a recent
Supreme Court decision blocking this stringent regulation may just keep the lights on a little longer
for the coal industry.[v]
(http://static01.nyt.com/images/2012/12/20/business/COAL/COAL-
superJumbo-v2.jpg)
Although coal has historically proven to be economically beneficial in many states, the emissions
produced by coal-fired power plants and the methods of mining the finite resource have negative
environmental effects. It therefore comes as no surprise that environmental agencies have made it
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In June of 2014 the Environmental Protection Agency proposed a rule that sought to reduce carbon
dioxide emissions from existing power plants up to 30% by the year 2030.[vi]  This drastic
proposition specifically targeted more than 600 existing coal-fired power plants in the United States.
[vii] Together these plants are responsible for producing 38% of the nation’s carbon dioxide
emissions, the majority of which are produced by older, less efficient, plants.[viii]  The EPA intended
to finalize the rule by mid 2015, giving states only one year to develop steps for implementation.[ix]
Yet, despite the two-year heads up, many private power companies knew they would never be able to
comply with the proposed rule’s strict standards. Even if compliance was a possibility, many power
companies would be forced to prematurely shut down plants, cut hundreds of jobs, and invest
billions of dollars in capital.[x] This would cause an increase in electricity costs at a time when those
states and families dependent upon coal would struggle the most.[xi]
Almost 20 states, as well as other industry groups and private companies, challenged the EPA’s
proposed rule, claiming “the agency had failed to take into account the punishing costs its rule
would impose.”[xii] Luckily, the Supreme Court felt the same way. On June 29, 2015, the Supreme
Court ruled in a 5-4 decision “it is not rational…to impose billions of dollars in economic costs in
return for a few dollars in health or environmental benefits.”[xiii]  The EPA claimed they were not
required to consider costs when developing the regulation, but also claimed that once they did take
them into account the benefits greatly outweighed the costs.[xiv] Ultimately, the Supreme Court’s
decision did not strike down the EPA’s proposed rule, but rather remanded it to a lower court for
further consideration.[xv]
Although this decision is viewed as a victory for the coal industry, it may be too late for many power
plants that have already been shut down, or that are in the process of shutting down.[xvi]
Additionally, the EPA has been vocal in characterizing the Supreme Court’s ruling as “very narrow” –
applying only to “the EPA’s process for writing limits on mercury, arsenic and other toxic air
pollutants from power plants.”[xvii] This, therefore, allows the EPA to pursue other programs that
target other sources and types of air pollution.[xviii]  Only time will tell whether the Supreme
Court’s ruling will actually help the coal industry, but the decision certainly signals to the EPA that
they cannot act without full justification for the standards it sets.
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